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Scope 
This document applies to all types of writing for the Office of Administration. That 
includes policies, guidance, memos, public and private websites and applications. 
This is not a comprehensive design style guide. For more information on branding 
or design, see the OA Style Guide. For questions or clarification, please contact the 
Communications Office at degan@pa.gov or asnester@pa.gov.  
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Basic Writing 
One of the most important things to keep in mind when writing is your audience.  
Our primary audience at OA is employees at other commonwealth agencies.  We 
are typically providing them with information that will help them do their jobs.  

Rarely is our audience public.  Communications to the public go through the press 
secretary, including presentations, speeches, Web sites, etc. 

Concise 
The more words on any given page, the less likely the user is to find what they 
need. When writing: 

 Avoid “filler” language. 
 Link or attach to a separate page or document if more detail is necessary. 
 Make headings and subheadings meaningful.  

To the point 
Put the most essential elements first, with supporting information after. Focus on 
answering two questions:  

 What do I want my reader to know? 
 What do I want my reader to do? 

Identify what users need from us to be able to achieve their objective, and present 
that plainly. Background and exposition aren’t necessary if someone simply needs 

to know how to book business travel or configure a server. 

Consider your audience 
Identify what the audience needs from us to be able to achieve their objective, and 
present that plainly.  

Consider how much time your audience to read your message. What is the best 
means of communication (paper, email, WebEx, conference, poster, etc.)?  

Be empathetic when you draft your communication- what else is going on in the 
world of my readers right now?  

Anticipate what questions might arise when your message is distributed and 
attempt to include the answers. This does not mean in a frequently asked questions 
section. An FAQ cannot exist before questions are ever asked.  

FAQ’s
When composing an FAQ, it should not be more than 1 page. If you have more than 
1 page of frequently asked questions, you should revisit your materials and fill in 
the gaps. 

Contact information
Always include contact information either within the body of your message or with 
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your e-signature. Be sure to include an email address or website and a phone 
number.
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House Style
Even though many different people write for the Office of Administration, it is 
important that our readers feel that one person has written all of our content. 

When using Microsoft Word or email, font should be Verdana. For more information 
on colors and variations, see the OA Style Guide.   

In general, follow AP Style when it comes to grammar, punctuation and spelling, 
except for variations noted in this document.  

Point of View 
Content should be written in the 1st person plural point of view. Acceptable ways to 
refer to our organization are: 

 Office of Administration 
 OA (not “the OA”, just “OA”)

 We, us, our 

When referring to the user or reader, it is acceptable to refer to them as “you” if it 

is clear exactly who the reader is. If there is any ambiguity, refer to the user or 
reader by the name of their user group. For example, on a page describing OA LAN 
help desk procedures, there could potentially be different instructions for a general 
commonwealth employee than there would be for agency IT staff. In that case, 
“you” should not be used and the separate groups should be referred to explicitly.

Acronyms 
Try to avoid acronyms. While our organization may be used to referring to 
programs and offices by acronyms, our readers may not be.  Do not shorten names 
or phrases just to save a few words – if no one else uses the acronym then you 
shouldn’t just to save yourself time.

When necessary, acronyms should be introduced on their first usage per page with 
the full term first, followed by “(XXX)”. (This is a deviation from AP Style.) The only 
exceptions are some common acronyms which do not need to be introduced on 
each page. If an acronym appears in the AP Stylebook or the following list, it does 
not need to be introduced: 

CIO: chief information officer 
HR: human resources 
IT: information technology 
OA: Office of Administration 
PA: Pennsylvania 

http://www.portal.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt?open=514&objID=467171&mode=2
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Capitalization 
Only capitalize proper nouns. Capitalization should not be used to denote 
importance or emphasis. 

Incorrect: The form assists the employee in filing for Unemployment 
Compensation. 
Correct: The form assists the employee in filing for unemployment 
compensation. 

Incorrect: Many large organizations operate Enterprise Data Centers. 
Correct: Many large organizations operate enterprise data centers.   

Incorrect: The Commonwealth’s enterprise data center in Harrisburg has lots 

of servers. 
Correct: The commonwealth’s Enterprise Data Center in Harrisburg has lots 
of servers. 
 

Incorrect: Contact your Agency HR Office for more information. 
Correct: Contact your agency HR office for more information.  

Incorrect: 

Correct: 

“Commonwealth of Pennsylvania”

In accordance with AP style, the only time the word “commonwealth” is capitalized 
is when the complete phrase “Commonwealth of Pennsylvania” is used, or when the 

word begins a sentence.  When using the word “commonwealth” without the “of 

Pennsylvania,” even when referring to the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, the “c” 

is not capitalized. The same principle applies to the word “state.”

Incorrect: Agriculture is one of the Commonwealth’s primary industries.

Correct: Agriculture is one of the commonwealth’s primary industries. 
Correct: Agriculture is one of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania’s primary 

industries. 

Titles

Only capitalize job titles if they precede the title holder’s name. (*Note: the only 

exception to the job title capitalization rule is the word “Governor.” “Governor” is 
always capitalized when referring to a specific governor, even without the title 

holder’s name. This is a deviation from AP Style.) 
 

Incorrect: Contact the Deputy Secretary for more information. 
Correct: Contact Deputy Secretary Jim Honchar for more information. 
Correct: Contact the deputy secretary for more information. 

 

 



6.20.13 - 7 - 

Headings

When in a heading, capitalize all words except articles (a, an, and the), 
coordinating conjunctions (and, but, for, nor, or, so and yet) and prepositions of 
four letters or less (at, for, with, into, etc.). 

FAQ’s
When composing an FAQ, it should not be more than 1 page. If you have more than 
1 page of frequently asked questions, you should revisit your materials and fill in 
the gaps. 

Lists 
Bulleted lists: Introduce a bulleted list with a colon. Capitalize the first letter of 
the first word of each item.  

Items must be parallel in construction (starting with verbs/nouns, full sentences or 
fragments, etc.). End bulleted sentences with periods (not semicolons or commas), 
and do not punctuate the end of fragments. (This is a slight deviation from AP 
style.) 

 

Numbered lists: Bulleted lists are preferred to numbered lists unless the exact 
order or number of items is significant. In that case, follow the same construction 
rules as given above for bulleted lists. 
 

 e.g.
 The two primary objectives of IT consolidation are:  

 Optimization of service delivery  
 Reduction of unnecessary redundancies 

To apply for the position: 
1. Complete the personal data sheet. 
2. Print and sign the data sheet. 
3. Mail it to the bureau along with your resume. 

Not parallel: 
Participants will learn several skills in the workshop: 

 How to overcome writer's block  
 A systematic writing process 
 Planning the written document 

Parallel:
Participants will learn several skills in the workshop: 

 Overcoming writer's block  
 Using a systematic writing process 
 Planning the written document 
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Linking 
Today, the majority of users understand that colored, underlined text on a Web 
page is a link. As such, meaningless text such as “click here” is a waste of space. 

Use meaningful text for your links.  Not only is this more accessible*, but it 
improves the scannability of your pages. Be brief, but descriptive about what a user 
will get when they click the link. Always include a meaningful description in the alt 
or “Tooltip Text” tag of a link.

 Incorrect: 

If you’ve been laid off, you can apply for compensation online. Click here to 
access the form. 
Correct:

If you’ve been laid off, you can apply for compensation online. 
 

* Note on accessibility: for users who are surfing the Web using a screen readers such as 

JAWS, links on a page are often compiled into a list and read to the user all at once. If 
meaningful links are not used, the user has no idea where the links will direct them. “Click 
here, click here, click here.” 
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Commonly Used Terms
administration: lower case, unless as part of “Office of Administration”

 Incorrect: This initiative began during the Ridge Administration. 
Correct: This initiative began during the Ridge administration. 

commonwealth: Only capitalize when used in the phrase “Commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania,” or when it begins a sentence.

Incorrect: Agriculture is one of the Commonwealth’s primary industries. 
Correct: Agriculture is one of the commonwealth’s primary industries. 
Correct: Agriculture is one of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania’s primary 

industries. 

database: one word, no hyphen 

dates: see “months” entry 

 

days of the week: Capitalized and spelled out. The only exception is when the 
days of the week are included in a table and shortened versions are needed to 
conserve space: Sun, Mon, Tue, Wed, Thu, Fri, Sat. 
 

email: Lower case. No hyphen.
 

FAQ: When referring to a single set of questions, do not make “FAQ” plural.

Incorrect: For more information, check out our FAQs page. 
Correct: For more information, check out our FAQ page. 

fiscal year: Lower case. Spelling out “fiscal year” is preferred. The year should be 
indicated as: YYYY-YY (2009-10, 1995-96, etc.) When necessary clarify “state” or 
“federal” fiscal year. The abbreviation “FY” can be used in a direct quote or in a 

graphic. 
e.g.
July 1, 2003 marked the beginning of state fiscal year 2003-04, but federal 
fiscal year 2003-04 began on Oct. 1, 2003. 

 

full time / full-time: Hyphenate only when used as a compound modifier. 
e.g.

 She works full time at OA. 
 He has a full-time job at OA. 
 

Governor: Capitalize and spell out when used with a specific name or when 
referring to a specific governor. Lower case when speaking about the position of 
governor in general.(This is a deviation from AP Style.) Never shorten to “Gov.”

Incorrect: The governor attended the press conference. 
Correct: The Governor attended the press conference. 

  
Incorrect: A good Governor understands the needs of his or her constituents. 
Correct: A good governor understands the needs of his or her constituents. 
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Internet: Always capitalized. 

intranet: Lower case. 
 

legislative titles: On first reference, use “Rep.,” “Reps.,” “Sen.,” and “Sens.” as
formal titles before one or more names. Spell out and capitalize these titles before 
one or more names in a direct quotation. Add “U.S.” or “state” before a title only if 

necessary to avoid confusion. 
Spell out and lower case “representative” and “senator” in other uses.

e.g. 

 The majority whip is Sen. Jane Orie. 
 Contact your state senator to urge approval of senate bill 124.

Lieutenant Governor: Abbreviate as “Lt. Gov.” when used with a specific 
lieutenant governor’s name; lower case and spell out when used alone.

Correct: Lt. Gov. Catherine Baker Knoll was elected lieutenant governor in 
2002.

log in, login: Lower case. Separate words when in the verb form; one word in the 
noun or adjective forms. 

Incorrect: To access secure information, you must login to the site. 
Correct: To access secure information, you must log in to the site. 

Incorrect: Go to the log in page then enter your name and password. 
 Correct: Go to the login page then enter your name and password. 

Management Directives: Refer to a directive by the full name, include the 
directive number and either the full title or a descriptive title. Do not abbreviate as 
“MD.”

Incorrect: I have read and acknowledged MD 205.34.  
Correct: I have read and acknowledged Management Directive 205.34 –  
Information Technology Acceptable Use Policy. 

 

months: Capitalize the names of months. When a month is used with a specific 
date, abbreviate only Jan., Feb., Aug., Sept., Oct., Nov., and Dec. Spell out when 
using alone, or with a year alone.  
When a phrase lists only a month and a year, do not separate the year with 
commas. When a phrase refers to a month, day and year, set off the year with 
commas. 

e.g. 
January 1972 was a very cold month. 
Jan. 2 was the coldest day of the year. 
My birthday is April 18. 
Feb. 13, 2004, is the target date. 

 
names: In general, on second reference use last names only. (see “Titles”)
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numbers: Show numbers as numerals instead of spelling out numbers, for 
numbers up to 1 billion, even if the number begins a sentence. (This is a deviation 
from AP Style.) Spelling out numbers is acceptable when they don’t represent 

specific facts.  
e.g. 

“thousands of dollars” is preferable to “1,000s of dollars,” but “32 servers” is 
preferable to “thirty-two servers”

 

part time / part-time: Hyphenate only when used as a compound modifier. 
e.g.

 She works part time at OA. 
 He has a part-time job at OA. 
 

regions: Capitalize the name of regions, but not compass directions.  
Correct: I live in South Central Pennsylvania, which is west of Philadelphia. 

telephone numbers: Use periods, not dashes, between each set of numbers. 
e.g.
717.787.9945. 

 

times: Times should be written using a 12-hour clock in the form: HH:MM p.m. or 
HH:MM a.m. “Noon” and “midnight” should be written out.

e.g.

 Maintenance will begin at 11:30 p.m., and should be complete by midnight. 
 
titles: Only capitalize job titles if they precede the title holder’s name.  

Incorrect: Contact the Deputy Secretary for more information. 
Correct: Contact Deputy Secretary Jim Honchar for more information. 
Correct: Contact the deputy secretary for more information. 

 

URLs: When referring to multiple URLs, use “URLs” not “URL’s”. 
 

web (website, web page): 

 

Incorrect: Visit the OA Website to find out more. 
Correct: Visit the OA website to find out more. 

Incorrect: Check out our webpage to learn more. 
Correct: Check out our web page to learn more. 

Incorrect: Open a Web Browser and click “Tools.”

Correct: Open a web browser and click “Tools.”

workplace: one word, no hyphen
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Commonly Misused Terms 
affect/effect 

affect (as a verb)‚ to change or influence

affect (as a noun)‚ the subjective impression of feeling or emotion
effect (as a noun)‚ a result or consequence 
effect (as a verb)‚ to cause 

e.g. 

Loud noises can affect your ability to concentrate.  
His strange affect was very disconcerting.  
What effect did the decision have on your responsibilities?  
Can you effect the change within the designated time frame?  

bimonthly/semimonthly  

bimonthly‚ every two months 
semimonthly‚ twice a month 

e.g. 

Our bimonthly meetings are held in February, April, June, August, October, 
and December 
Semimonthly reviews are published on the 5th and 20th of every month. 

capital/Capitol  
capital‚ invested money

capital‚ the central city or site of government 
capital‚ an uppercase letter 
Capitol‚ the main government building

cite/sight/site 

cite‚ to quote
sight‚ vision

site‚ a location 

e.g. 
Please cite a specific reference that will support your claim.  
We lost sight of the ship when it passed beyond the horizon.  
The proposed site for the new plant is still a matter of concern.  

complement/compliment 

complement, quantity or amount required to make a thing complete
complement‚ completing or adding to something
compliment‚ an expression of praise 

e.g. 

The new member brought the board to a full complement of 8. 
Our work will complement the activities of the task force.  
I'd like to compliment you on your excellent achievement. 

farther/further 
farther‚ more distant (physical distance)

further‚ more remote (time or degree) 
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e.g. 

The mountains are farther away than they may appear.  
Nothing could be further from the truth. 

its/it's 

its‚ (the possessive form of it)
it's‚ (the contraction of it is) 

e.g. 

The plane was on its final approach when it crashed.  
It's a pleasure to be associated with this company.  

lay/laid 
lay, laid, to put or place (principal parts of lay)

e.g. 

Please lay the book on the table.  
We laid the bricks in a random pattern on the patio.  

lie/lay/lain 

lie, lay, lain‚ to rest or recline (principal parts of lie)
e.g. 

The Indian ruins lie several miles south of this mesa.  
When I lay down last night, I fell asleep immediately.  
The rubbish had lain there for nearly a week. 

regardless/irregardless 

Always use regardless. 

serve/service

serve, to render assistance or be of use (verb) 
service, a helpful activity (noun) 
 e.g. 
 We serve state employees.  
 We provide service to state agencies. 

state-of-the-art 

Use hyphens between each word in this phrase. 

than/then  

than‚ (used in comparisons)
then‚ at that time 

e.g. 

The project took more time to complete than we originally projected.  
Until then, let's not get too excited about our chances to win the contract 
award.  

their/there/they're  
their‚ (possessive pronoun)

there‚ in that place

they're‚ (contraction for they are ) 
e.g. 
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While in the lab, they wore protective gear over their work uniforms.
The computer disks were placed there for safekeeping.  
Does anyone know where they're taking those? 

to/too/two  

to‚ (preposition)
too‚ excessively, or also

two‚ (number) 

e.g. 
Take the problem to your immediate supervisor for.  
We are taking entirely too much time on this unimportant issue.(excessively) 
We must carefully consider the leave requests of the other people in the 
department, too. (also)  
Take two aspirins and call me in the morning.  

toward  
toward, in the direction of, or before in time. Do not use “towards” because it is 

unnecessary and conflicts with AP Style. 
e.g. 
By moving your desk toward the far wall, you'll create more room.
It began to rain toward morning, and the precipitation persisted for the rest
of the day.  

use/utilize 

Utilize means to make the best use of something that wasn’t intended for the job, 
or simply to make the most practical use of a certain thing.  It is not a synonym for 
“use.” The word “use” is preferred unless the definition of “utilize” specifically 
applies. 

who/whom  

who‚ (relative pronoun, subjective case)

whom‚ (relative pronoun, objective case)  
e.g. 

Do you know who will be representing us in upcoming contract negotiations?
Are you the individual with whom I corresponded? 

your/you're  

your‚ (possessive form of you) 
you're‚ (contraction of you are)

e.g. 

If you'll give me your undivided attention, I'll be able to review the contract 
terms rather quickly.  
The car that you're now driving formerly belonged to me. 




